These engrams specifically involve the senses: the initial madeleine one (gustatory), the musty smell in a public lavatory on the Champs-Elysées (olfactory), the uneven cobblestones in the courtyard of the Guermantes townhouse (tactile), the noise of a spoon against a plate in the Guermantes library (auditory), the feel of a starched napkin wiped against the mouth. For Proust, the senses of smell ('l'odeur') and taste ('la saveur') are the most stimulating, for they bear unremittingly 'l'édifice immense du souvenir'; ['the vast structure of memory']. 3 The sense that is least involved is the visual one. The validity of Proust's engrams has had different interpretations, both by scientists and literary critics. Let us remember that it was the post-Cartesian French philosopher Nicolas de Malebranche who in 1674 had spoken of changes occurring in the fibers of the brain 4 and the On the other hand, current-day neuroscientists such as Alain Berthoz and Larry Squire 9 substantiate the veridicality of the Proustian madeleine case, as they single it out and interpret it scientifically. I would point out that although the well-known madeleine incident is dramatic and demonstrative, it is illuminating to go beyond this single, often cited reference. In particular, there is additional information to be gained from an examination of two more telling memory events: the recollection of the grandmother's death in the sixth volume of the Recherche and the François le Champi episode of the last volume. These two sections elaborate upon the specific requirements for the successful workings of the Proustian reminiscence. Given the overwhelming presence of the memory phenomena in Proust's work, it is intriguing to first consider some reasons for Proust's absorption with the memory process. There were two great impetuses behind the conception of his work: a challenge from his father and a suggestion from a particular statement in the work of Bergson. Proust was nurtured in the medical environment of his father, Adrien Proust, a doctor of hygiene, professor at the Faculté de Médecine in Paris and Inspecteur Général des Services Sanitaires. Adrien Proust was also the author of the 1897 treatise L'Hygiène du neurasthénique. Marcel avidly read with personal interest the medical texts in his father's library, especially those concerned with nervous disorders and even hysteria, much in vogue at the turn of the century. These include notably Edward Brissand's L'Hygiène des asthmatiques (1896) and Paul-Auguste Sollier's L' Hystérie et son traitement (1901) and, most interestingly, Les Troubles de la mémoire (1892). Both doctors had tried to cure Proust of his own nervous maladies, which nonetheless led him to a sanitorium in December 1906.
10 But it should be emphasized that neuraesthenia, an acute form of mental exhaustion, was a much-discussed ailment at the time, made popular in literary circles by Huysmans' scintillating novel A Rebours.
